This 580-page book describes initial results from the World Mental Health (WMH) Surveys Initiative-an international undertaking of unprecedented scope in psychiatric epidemiology. The WMH Consortium represents more than 30 countries (this book reports results for 17 countries). The project used a central infrastructure to improve standardization of training, data management, and quality assurance in these surveys, with a view to enhancing cross-national comparability. Earlier ad hoc international collaborations have been mostly concerned with prevalence, whereas the goals of the WMH Initiative extended to severity and assessing access to treatment in various countries. A guiding principle was to collect data that could be a powerful voice for informing relevant health policy and resource allocation decisions.
This book is divided into 3 sections. The first describes the survey methods and mechanisms by which WMH standards were applied in various countries. The second section reports epidemiologic results for the participating countries. The third section presents a description of the cross-national results.
The first section of the book offers interesting reading for those who are engaged in population health research. The chapters in this section delve into many challenging operational and methodological issues and describe how the Consortium chose to handle these problems. Issues addressed include the validation and translation of the WMH version of the Composite International Diagnostic Interview (WMH-CIDI, or CIDI 3.0). The second part of the book is of more general interest. These chapters describe the country-specific results. In the introduction to each chapter, lead authors from participating countries describe political, health system, and social issues relevant to mental health care in their context. The third section is brief and is the most disappointing aspect of the book. The section has the title "Cross-National Comparisons," but on page 511 the reader learns that the authors "will not offer any comments on substantive interpretations of cross-national differences." Instead, the focus is on similarities across the various surveys and counterarguments (which sometimes amount to terse dismissals) directed at actual or potential methodological criticisms of the work.
The unique aspect of the WMH Surveys Initiative is its effort to increase standardization of the international data. This emphasis, on the one hand, allowed the WMH surveys to achieve state-of-the-art quality standards. When one considers that over 30 countries are involved, this is a triumph. On the other hand, the standardization seems at times to constrain some of the critical energies typically associated with epidemiologic research. The early chapters touch upon major questions related to cross-cultural validity of the diagnostic categories, criterion validity of the interview (especially, a relative lack of validation studies in developing countries), and issues related to translation. The subsequent reports rarely dwell on these concerns. Instead various assertions are made concerning the appropriateness of the standards adopted (for example, accepted guidelines for translation and back-translation were followed, agreement in reappraisal studies in developed countries was "good" or "substantive") and the analysis simply moves forward. In this sense, the book seems most oriented toward a decision-maker audience, who may want to see practical information presented in a straightforward way as opposed to academic debate about the validity and interpretation of the estimates. On the other hand, the academically inclined reader may be frustrated by this feature of the presentation. For example, in almost every chapter in the second section, retrospectively collected age of onset data are used to construct projections of lifetime risk. The possibility of cohort effects, which are generally treated very delicately in the epidemiologic literature, is claimed to be nearly definitively settled by such projections in most chapters. An academically inclined reader who enjoys methodological discussion may be disappointed that among more than 100 contributors, there is apparently no dissenting voice on such a contentious issue.
A disappointing aspect of the book from the Canadian perspective is that Canada was not a part of the WMH Consortium. Despite early involvement, Canada appears to have been removed because the Canadian modification of the CIDI strayed too far from the WMH CIDI 3.0. As such, the book contains essentially no Canadian content.
In summary, this book provides an extensive set of international psychiatric epidemiologic estimates. As a detailed reporting of the largest international effort in psychiatric epidemiology yet conducted, it is likely to be of interest to readers concerned with mental health policy and to psychiatric epidemiologists. However, its applicability to the Canadian context is limited.
Autism

Autism and Pervasive Developmental Disorders. Second Edition.
Fred R Volkman, editor. New York (NY): Cambridge University Press; 2007. 343 p. US$88.00
Reviewer rating: Good
Review by Leon Sloman, MRCS, LRCP, FRCPC Toronto, Ontario
This is the second edition of a multidisciplinary approach to the pervasive developmental disorders (PDD). PDD encompasses autism, which ranges from profound mental retardation to people with average IQ or above and Aspergers syndrome, which is limited to those with average IQ or above. However, the distinction between autism and Asperger syndrome is very blurred. Though PDD is heterogeneous, one common feature is a problem in reciprocal social interaction. Even people with average IQ or above often have learning disabilities and sensory anomalies, possibly involving all of the perceptual modes. The lack of uniformity of criteria for diagnosing these conditions has contributed to contradictory findings.
The first chapter provides a helpful guide to diagnosis. However, one would have welcomed a discussion of the numerous diagnostic questionnaires in use.
The second chapter on epidemiology has a critical discussion of the apparent rise in the prevalence of autism in children. One explanation, not considered here, arises from the fact that until a few decades ago (see the chapter on genetics) autism was thought to be the result of poor parenting, which produced strong feelings of guilt in parents, but today there is general agreement that it is a biological condition. It is natural that parents, who felt a strong burden of guilt, would have been more reluctant than parents with little guilt, to participate in epidemiological surveys, which would have contributed to the apparent rise in prevalence.
In the chapter, "Psychological Factors in Autism," I would have welcomed a discussion of central auditory processing, which is a common problem in this population. The brief chapter on "Behavioral and Educational Approaches to the Pervasive Developmental Disorders" fails to discuss the importance of appropriate school placement and the provision of special help when needed. Many parents seek help in school advocacy.
One general conclusion that emerges from practically all of the chapters is how much more we need to learn. For example, the chapter on "Psychopharmacology" is comprehensive and clinically relevant, but the pitifully few controlled studies on the use of medication in PDD means that our knowledge is very limited. I enjoyed the chapter on genetics but research in this area is also in an early stage of development. The final chapter on "Autism, Social Neuroscience and Endophenotypes" identifies "units" of human sociability for which distinct brain circuits have already been identified. It delves into human evolution, cross-species analysis, neurotransmitters, and neuroanatomy. This chapter contains interesting novel ideas. It argues that because different social skills appear to be based on distinct brain circuits, and because these social skills have been demonstrated in subgroups of people with PDD, impairments in these social skills are likely to be genetically specific endophenotypes, meaning these specific social skills could be incorporated into the diagnostic criteria for PDD.
Notwithstanding my criticisms, this book is a mine of information and can be useful to all who work in the field. However, the task of plowing through a long series of studies can be daunting. Some chapters would better serve as reference material.
It is noteworthy that Canadian university departments of psychiatry vary in the attention they pay to PDD. I see this as unfortunate, because ignoring this area leads to many cases of PDD being misdiagnosed and treated inappropriately.
